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Abstract 
In the last twenty years, tattooing has gained in increasing social relevance. From a 
socially condemned practice, signaling social marginalization, rebellion, or deviance, 
tattooing has gained a completely new social status, driven by factors such as the 
increasing interest of well-known personalities, such as celebrities (Goulding et al, 
2004), and, more in general, to cultural and fashion changes. This massive change 
(Pentina & Spears, 2011), has made tattoos one of the most diffused forms of body 
modification over the world. This exponential growth has actually created a real 
business phenomenon, with a sector increasingly shaping itself as an industry, worth $ 
722 million (IBISWorld, 2015). The increasing relevance of this phenomenon in 
business and consumer terms has increasingly attracted the attention of consumer and 
marketing research (e.g., Watson, 1998; Sierra et al, 2013). 
This work sheds some light on the actual impacts, on this consumption behavior, of 
materialistic tendencies of consumers. Materialism is in this case considered as a proxy 
of the consumer tendency to follow mainstream messages and tendencies, such as mass 
media messages or popular social models. Results provide some insights on the actual 
effects of such contemporary, socio-cultural ironic fad (Kosut, 2006) of tattoo 
consumption. 
 
1. Introduction 
Tattooing is an ancient phenomenon, whose origins can be even dated back to the 
prehistorical age (Palmieri, 2012). In some countries, the raise of tattooing yet started 
in the Nineteenth Century: for example, in the United States, the New York tattooist 
Samuel O’Reilly patented the first electric tattooing machine in 1891 (Marenko, 2002). 
In other countries, the massive diffusion of tattooing is, instead, a relatively recent 
phenomenon: for example, in Italy, where the beginning of a massive tattoo diffusion 
is dated between the 1970s and the 1980s, with the first international Italian tattoo 
convention held in 1985 in Rome (Vale and Juno, 1994). More generally, it can be 
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noted that, since the end of the 1960s, tattooing has progressively changed its social 
status and social consideration (Pentina and Spears, 2011), gradually passing from a 
sign of rebellion to a “socially acceptable” practice, increasingly denoted by artistic 
meanings. This tendency definitely affirmed during the last two decades, when the 
celebrities of the “MTV era” first, and, more recently, the pervasive invasion of social 
media, consecrated tattooing as a mass consumption phenomenon (e.g., Kosut, 2006). 
Such tendencies have also created a new business phenomenon. A progressive 
commoditization of the tattoo market (Vail, 1999; Kosut 2006) took place, leading to 
an exponential growth of the tattoo industry. In 2015, the US tattoo industry consisted 
of more than 35,000 single businesses, showing an annual growth of 9.8% (between 
2010 and 2015) and generating $ 722m revenues (IBISWorld, 2015), demonstrating 
not to be affected at all by the economic downturn. This increasing economic relevance 
has attracted the attention of marketing and management research (e.g., Pentina and 
Spears, 2011; Sierra et al, 2013). Consumer research has increasingly focused on 
exploring the complex motivations and dynamics triggering the desire to be tattooed 
(e.g., Kjeldgaard & Bengtsson 2005), and exploring the complex meanings of tattoos 
(Goulding et al, 2004). However, it is worth to note that, especially if compared to other 
research contexts, tattooing behavior appears relatively unexplored. 
This work investigates the impact of materialistic consumer attitudes on tattooing 
consumption tendencies. Tattoo conventions have been considered as the research 
context for this study. Such events are important occasions of aggregation for the tattoo 
communities, that have been considered as representative of a highly committed tattoo 
patronage. This work develops an empirical analysis in order to better understand how 
body modifications can be driven by the attitude of consumers to follow mass icons or 
beliefs, related to social symbols like money, success, or mainstream tendencies, 
pursuing in this way a mainstream ideal of life. 
 
2. From rebellion to celebrity. The ironic fad of tattooing 
In the last years, tattooing has undergone a complex modification of its cultural and 
sociological meanings. Kosut (2006) analyzed some consequences of such trends. First 
of all, the fact that tattooing can be considered as an ironic fad: unlike fashion fads 
related to, for example, clothing, tattooing entails a decision that, whether driven or not 
by a momentary fad or impulse, can leave permanent traces on human body. Another 
important consequence of these socio-cultural changes, is the commodification of 
tattooing (Kosut, 2006), used, in some cases, as marketing tools themselves. From these 
point of view, tattoos can be fully considered as products. 
In contemporary society, characterized by the predominance of the image (Dorfles, 
2008), the diffusion of tattooing has been characterized by the preponderant role of 
aesthetics, leading, most of the times, to the search of an aesthetically appealing tattoo 
with the unique function of satisfying the individual hedonism; this tendency has been 
even reinforced by the contemporary, visual culture dominated by advertising (Dorfles, 
2008). In the last years, tattooing has passed from a bubble-up conception considering 
the phenomenon as born in the streets, to a trickle-down conception, according to which 
tattooing is born among higher social classes, especially socially relevant ones -like star 
system celebrities (Pistilli, 2005). As in the case of fashion, tattooing possesses a 
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twofold valence, allowing individuals both to uniform to relevant -or ideal- groups, and 
at the same time, distinguish themselves (Simmel, 1998). 
 
3. Materialism and tattooing 
The growth of tattooing from a niche phenomenon to a mass consumption 
phenomenon, calls for research on understanding the underlying motivations behind 
the desire of purchasing tattoos. As previously noted, scholars have emphasized how 
tattoos could be desired by individuals, in pursuing mainstream ideals and models (e.g., 
Kosut, 2006). From this point of view, academic research has emphasized that 
materialistic attitudes, and the willingness to pursue popular societal role models, are 
related, especially with respect to younger consumer segments (e.g., Chan and 
Prendergast, 2008; Reeves et al, 2012). As a process involving the need to respond and 
to follow dominant societal models and trends, tattooing might appear strongly related 
to materialism. Few studies have, so far, studied the impact of materialistic attitudes on 
body modification consumption behavior (e.g., Watson, 1998).  
Materialism is generally defined as an overall tendency to value more material 
possession than other, intangible or spiritual values. (e.g., Belk, 1984, 1985; Richins & 
Dawson, 1992; Richins & Chaplin, 2015). The importance of materialism in consumer 
behavior and psychology has been long recognized by literature (e.g., Belk 1985; 
Kasser et al, 2004). However, few marketing and management studies have applied the 
concept of materialism to the context of tattoo consumption (e.g., Watson, 1998). In 
this study, in accordance with Watson, materialism has been considered as a proxy of 
the consumer tendency to follow mainstream, popular models and to pursue some 
socially desirable images (i.e., celebrities, fashion tendencies, popular role models), in 
order to explore the impact of such consumer tendencies to tattoo consumption. 
 
4. The empirical study 
The empirical study was based on a random sample of visitors in two major Italian 
tattoo conventions: Trieste Tattoo Expo (November 20-22, 2015) and Milano Tattoo 
Convention (February 5-7, 2016). A questionnaire was developed and administered in 
these events. Questionnaire’s items were entirely based on 7-points Likert scales. 
This exploratory research applied factor analysis on the data of the two different 
tattoo conventions. Given that the purpose of this work was not to segment tattoo 
patronage, no cluster analysis was performed. Factor analysis was performed on two 
different scales included in the questionnaire: the 17-item materialism scale by Richins 
and Dawson (1992), and the Experiential Buying Tendency Scale (EBTS) by Howell 
et al (2012). The analysis was performed separately for the two conventions. 
Regarding Trieste Tattoo Expo, four factors summarized the “Materialism” 
construct: demonstration of success (F1, α=0.83); possession tendency (F2, α=0,60); 
negative interest on others’ possessions (F3, α=0,50), and material goods as key 
factors of happiness (F4, α=0,79). The four factors explained 54% of the total variance. 
The “Experiential tendency” construct was instead summarized by a single factor, F5, 
referred to as the experiential tendency (α=0,78) This factor explained 72% of the total 
variance. The same factors, with negligible differences in the constituting items, were 
also identified with respect to Milano Tattoo Convention (with α equal to 0.82, 0.69, 
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0.57, 0.52 respectively). The four factors identified for the “Materialism” construct 
explained 55% of the total variance; the single factor related to the “Experiential 
tendency” construct (α = 0.77) explained 77% of the total variance. 
Besides the identification of the same factors in the two conventions, highlighting 
very close tendencies in the analyzed events, other information can be derived from the 
analysis of mean scores of the single factors, in the two events. 
With respect to Trieste Tattoo Expo, F1 reached an average score of 3; F2 an 
average score of 6, F3 an average of 4, and F4 an average of 3. Such results appear 
quite surprising, showing a clear, general indifference about worldly possessions, not 
considered at all by respondents as a parameter in social evaluation. This tendency is 
even reinforced by the average score of F5, 4. The higher average score of F2 is not 
surprising, encompassing items related to personal possessions already achieved (e.g., 
“I have all I need to enjoy my life”). 
With respect to Milano Tattoo Convention, F1 reached an average score of 3 points; 
F2 an average score of 4, F3 an average of 5, F4 an average of 4. The general 
indifference about material possessions is also in this case reinforced by the average 
score of F5, 3. The considerations made for the Trieste event are therefore fully 
confirmed. 
 
5. Discussion and Conclusions 
Results of this exploratory study are quite clear-cut, showing a general indifference 
towards material possessions expressed by visitors of tattoo conventions. The specific 
context in which data were collected has not been selected just for practical reasons, 
rather to ensure the inclusion of committed tattoo patronage, in order to have a more 
precise depiction of the tendencies investigated. Partially in contrast with other studies 
examining the relationship between materialism and tattooing behavior (e.g., Watson, 
1998), this study suggests that, highly committed tattoo consumers tend not to place 
any importance on material possessions. This opens the way to different considerations, 
about the value of tattoos and of the tattooing experience itself. Highly committed tattoo 
consumers might interpret tattooing as an expression of a particular lifestyle, something 
with strong and preponderant symbolic meanings. It could be imagined that, to some 
extent, tattooing might not be considered by those individuals as an act of consumption 
(quite complicated, see Kosut 2006). Rather, they could consider tattoos as extensions 
of their life experiences, encounters and situations, for which the price they pay is a 
negligible part of the entire experience.  
This work is an exploratory study. Materialism is just one aspect of the tattoo 
consumption experience that needs to be further investigated; results on this topic are, 
so far, blurred: for example, recent research (e.g., see Mason et al, 2016) approaching 
this topic from a text analysis point of view, suggest, oppositely, that the commercial 
aspect of tattoos (i.e., tattoos as products) is instead preponderant. Hence, more studies 
on this topic are required, advancing the investigation of the insights provided in this 
work.  
This exploratory study presents a structural limitation: it was based on a 
convenience sample. Albeit useful in gathering the required data, this choice could 
potentially harm the representativeness of the sample. Results might be biased by the 
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extreme commitment of subjects considered: the study should be replicated with other, 
different samples, considering less committed tattooed people, and extending this kind 
of research also to other countries. 
In the light of the insights provided by this work and by other studies, and according 
to the extreme social and economic relevance of the tattooing sector, research on this 
topic appears strongly promising: marketing scholars should consider it from multiple 
perspectives.  
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